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Using the New Literacy Studies and the work of James Paul Gee, the process of making
sourdough bread is conceptualized as a literacy, which is then located within food literacy. The
literacy of sourdough offers an alternative to neoliberal discourse. The literacy is linked to the
rise in popularity of sourdough during the COVID-19 pandemic and is used to explore
Bourdieu’s cultural capital. It also connects, rhizomatically (Deleuze and Guattari), and is used to
explore concepts of interdependence and time. After establishing this literacy, a pedagogicallyfocused essay draws upon ecocomposition to expand on what a composition process would look
like through a sourdough lens. Such a framework—the process of making sourdough—slows
down the composing process and creates a microcosm of larger ecological systems in which all
figures have agency. A third essay is a creative nonfiction piece about sourdough starters, Bruce
Springsteen, and redemption.
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The webbing of the starter.
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Introduction
When I tell a story, I spiral into tangents and questions, and sometimes I remember the point, and
sometimes I don’t, too interested in where the telling has taken me. I become fascinated with the
minute details I haven’t considered before and link them into new chains. If I were Hansel or
Gretel, I wouldn’t have found my way out either, not because the birds ate the bread crumbs, but
because they would’ve continually circled into each other, impossible to follow.
This thesis has emerged because of those spirals: as I maintain my starter, and as I bake more and
more loaves of bread, I keep thinking through new thoughts and circling back to old ones,
convinced there is something still to learn from the mix of flour and water and air, these three
elements—and with the salt, four—that come together and are transformed because of their
collective.
What began as a simple exploration of the idea of sourdough literacy has become more, thanks to
inspiration from Carmen Maria Machado’s In the Dream House regarding the structure and form.
The thesis is a triptych, an art term for a collective piece that is made up of three separate pieces.
The opening piece is on the concept of sourdough literacy and how it can be viewed
rhizomatically to connect to other issues and show their interdependence. The second and third
pieces then illustrate that mindset; the second applies sourdough literacy to the composition
classroom, a sort of academic take, and the third piece applies it to personal relationships, a step
in the opposite direction. This assembling of various pieces is an attempt to showcase both the
breadth and the depth of what sourdough literacy can be and do.
To echo Nancy Welch, while writing this thesis I have stood “at the intersection between [a] full,
excessive [life] and the seemingly strict limits of [a text] that must be ironed out, made
unwrinkled and smooth” (212). As you read, I hope the ideas of this thesis continue to spill over
and expand, much as a starter does when it is fed. An obvious metaphor, but one that feels apt.
Ideas grow when fed.
Michael Pollan says that “to ferment your own food is to lodge a small but eloquent protest—on
behalf of the senses and the microbes—against … homogenization” and “a declaration of
independence from an economy that would much prefer we remain passive consumers of its
standardized commodities” (414-5). While I believe this, I feel my sentiments about sourdough,
and about food in general, might be better expressed by Sookie St. James of Gilmore Girls, when
in season 2, she says, “Jackson, I told you, this meal is not just about food.” This thesis is not just
about sourdough.
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The starter on May 19.

My first loaf of bread [sad].
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“Later that evening … I thought of how there are always counter-narratives, hidden voices, lost
lives, other ways of being … And I cherished the thought that grand historical and political
narratives might falter, just slightly, in the face of skilful interactions with things that are not us.
Small things.”
Helen Macdonald, Vesper Flights

“Living in the wild, it has often seemed that we were living on the margins of literacy. This led to
reading the landscape and learning from people, that is to first hand experience. This experience
is both real and necessarily limited.”
Patience Gray, Honey From a Weed

“The highest function of ecology is understanding consequences.”
Frank Herbert, Dune

“Great as your affairs may seem to you, they are only a small strand in the great web. I am
concerned with many strands.”
Gandalf, “The Quest of Erebor,” JRR Tolkien, Unfinished Tales

“There are no definitive wins or losses, no fresh starts or new mornings. We're always working
with lingering ideas and leftover scraps, deciding what can be salvaged and what must be
tossed.”
Ann Friedman

6

July 13.

September 17.
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The Strands of a Starter
“The tree imposes the verb ‘to be,’ but the fabric of the rhizome is the conjunction ‘and … and … and …’”
Deleuze and Guattari
“Dislocation is the perfect context for free-flowing thought that lets us move beyond the restricted confines of a
familiar social order.”
bell hooks

At the end of September, I made the worst loaf of sourdough bread I have made since cultivating
my sourdough starter in May. The levain, the portion of starter cultivated specifically for the
dough, had either not risen or had risen and fallen without my notice. The dough lacked vitality
(Bennett): there are usually tiny squishes when I fold it, like popping tiny portions of bubble
wrap, proof that the dough has a gluten network capable of trapping air and that the microbes are
alive and working. There were no squishes. The dough, as it proofed, felt dense and heavy. The
final product emerged from the oven flat, and when I cut it open, there were no air bubbles. And
then, a few weeks later, I made the most beautiful loaf I have ever made. The levain rose, and I
waited for it to rise more, for the yeasts and lactobacilli to reach their fullest strength. The dough
had those tiny pockets of air as I folded it, and as it proofed I could see larger bubbles straining
against the outer edges. The loaf emerged from the oven with an ear1, and a crisp slash
displaying the gluten structure within. Inside it had an open crumb, springy and light. When I
told a friend about the bread, and later gave a portion away, I said I didn’t know what I’d done to
make it that way—and it’s possible it wasn’t actually my doing at all2—and that I’d have to think
1 An

ear is a portion of the crust that rises up, away from the rest of the loaf, and is sharp, or rather, defined. See
photo gallery for an example. My use of these terms—discard, ear—indicate, as Gee would say, my identity kit in
having sourdough literacy.
2

Microbes are the real MVPs here.
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carefully through every step I’d taken to understand. I’d have to re-engage with the practice of
making the bread, renegotiate my understanding of the dough.

This is sourdough literacy. As James Gee writes in The New Literacy Studies, “There are many
different social, historical, and cultural practices which incorporate literacy, so, too, there are
many different ‘literacies’”; practices are a significant aspect in defining a literacy, and literacies
do not require alphabetic text—most commonly associated with reading and writing skills—to be
considered a literacy. “People do not just read and write in general. They read and write specific
sorts of ‘texts’ in specific ways” (Gee NLS 36). The starter, and the subsequent doughs and
loaves, are the texts with which I interact, and the process of maintaining a starter and making
sourdough bread is a practice that makes up a literacy. And naming the practice of making
sourdough a literacy is a deliberate choice: bread does not emerge in the world as a fully-formed
product, absent of labor, as much as it might seem so when strolling the bread aisle at the grocery
store. Sourdough requires an interaction between the baker and the starter, and then the dough.
The interaction shifts and, as stated above, must be renegotiated each time the starter is fed and
the dough is developed because the text is not the same one as it was before.3 Gee emphasizes
that literacies require the person to “do something” (36), and Eric Darnell Pritchard, in his book
Fashioning Lives: Black Queers and the Politics of Literacy, refers to literacy as “the myriad
ways of meaning-making,” made possible through “other literacy performances” like “sensemaking, discernment, and methods of encoding and decoding various signs and symbols we

3 As

Robin Sloan writes in his novel Sourdough, “Baking, by contrast, was solving the same problem over and over
again, because every time, the solution was consumed. I mean, really: chewed and digested. Thus, the problem was
ongoing. Thus, the problem was perhaps the point” (60).
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encounter in our everyday lives” (19). The lessons learned from sourdough are not learned from
the product of the bread—though of course, they can be—but from the process of making the
bread, from starter to finish.

The practices Gee mentions are, according to Carmen Kynard, “situated” in “ideological,
cultural, and political locations.” This means that “literacy represents social and cultural
practices.” Kynard also notes that literacy means engaging with the political and that it is
dependent upon context (Kynard 32). Pritchard, too, says literacies are “contextualized by
sociocultural conditions” (19). This essay is written with the mindset that food is political; that
our industrialized food system is problematic when thinking about labor, the environment, and
health; that individual actions will not solve these problems; that it matters how we think about
the food system and that we think about it at all. Sourdough, then, is connected to the political
because of the way it leans on a politicized food system; the wheat must be grown somewhere by
someone; it must then be processed into flour and distributed; the water I use comes from
somewhere; I shop at a grocery store and make choices in what I buy based on labor and
environmental issues. These kinds of choices, and their political ramifications, extend to more
traditional alphabetic-based literacies as well. All discourses are related to power and ideology
(Gee, “What is Literacy? 53).

In this essay, I will analyze the spread of sourdough literacy using Instagram posts and then draw
out to understand how it connects to the concepts of interdependence and self-reliance, and how
the theme of interdependence connects to race, productivity, the pandemic. I posit that sourdough
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literacy illuminates these connections, ones that are being made and remade, as a starter is made
and remade—actively changing and yet already in continual existence—and that this
illumination can lead us to reframe the methods with which we solve or redeem societal failings
by seeing them as deeply interwoven, unable to be remedied separately.4 To explain the idea of
connecting knowledges, I use Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizome5. A rhizome—ginger; aspen trees;
potatoes—is an interconnected entity that propagates itself by growing out from itself. “Any
point of a rhizome can be connected to anything other, and must be” (7), and there is an
understanding that a rhizome is nonhierarchical, unorderable in its existence. When I envision a
rhizome, I think of my sourdough starter after it has risen, the way tiny pockets of air have
formed, and how when I spoon some out, there are strands connecting it to itself. Sourdough
literacy can be viewed rhizomatically to link to my experiences of learning sourdough literacy,
how sourdough literacy is spread via social media, interdependence and its other side, selfreliance, and how sourdough can be understood not only as a literacy, but as a phenomenon,
using the work of Merleau-Ponty.

The phenomenon of sourdough, and of literacy, is an object, and “I do not so much perceive
objects as reckon with an environment” (Merleau-Ponty 416). When looking at that environment,
which is connected via interdependence, and can be envisioned with the rhizome, all of the facets

4 As

someone commented, it’s “about demonstrating the difficult fact that literacies, as revealed through sourdough,
simultaneously enable the individual and put that individual into a potentially exploitative relationship with the
world? As such literacy isn't an unabashed good; or social media an unqualified evil; even the most labored food an
innocent loaf of bread, and the most isolating pandemic can be an occasion for connection.”
5

In their introduction, a line that now carries far more weight than they intended, Deleuze and Guattari write: “We
form a rhizome with our viruses, or rather our viruses cause us to form a rhizome with other animals” (10). We are
connected even to the thing causing the pandemic.
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must be taken into account at once, without necessarily privileging one over the other, but rather
taking them in as connected parts (Merleau-Ponty xix). And it’s crucial too that the human
element of this interdependence in sourdough literacy not go unnoticed: “We witness every
minute the miracle of related experiences, and yet nobody knows better than we do how this
miracle is worked, for we are ourselves this network of relationships” (Merleau-Ponty xx). I am
connected to the microbes in my starter and in my doughs, which are connected to the flour,
which came from wheat, which came from the land, and all of which were at some point touched
by other human hands, and by the hands of the environment: sunlight and rain.

Sourdough literacy can be located within food literacy. Food literacy, though, is a loosely defined
term. In an article for Community Literacy Journal on agricultural literacy, Marcy Galbreath
writes that “food literacy touches on understandings of what food means to a particular culture,
how it originates, how it fits into the supply chain, and how it is marketed, prepared, and
consumed” (Galbreath 59). Steven Alvarez writes about a taco literacy course focused on “the
social, cultural, economic, and symbolic practices of producing and consuming food as a prism
for understanding demographic change and social issues facing Mexican immigrants” (Alvarez
151). He teaches food literacy as an intersection between food studies and traditional literacies,
like Veronica House, who views food literacy as a way of “enhancing students’ ability to think
and write critically about the systemic, root causes of societal problems” (House). Kim Hall,
however, views food with a “queer crip feminist conception” that “attends to the relationships
that structure and are brought about by the production, distribution, and consumption of food”
(Hall 178). This is a food literacy built on the idea of systems and networks, an ecology of its
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own. And Zarina Muhammad writes that “you can read a cultural history, a socio-political
position through food. … food is a disembodied signifier, it can speak of or through bodies
without being attached to them, and it can be read in this untethering” (Muhammad). Food
cannot speak for itself; because it is a text, it requires us to enter into a reciprocal relationship
with it: we read it, and listen to it, and return something to it.

All of these definitions overlap and connect, and much like a sourdough starter, are specific to
the individual who uses them. Definitions and theories are like recipes in that they can be used in
different ways, either specifically to the letter or to create an entirely new dish (Heldke 21)6.
How each of these scholars views food literacy speaks to the ways they use it in their work. And
while specific to a person, these definitions—all of which rely, again, on the conception of food
as text—contribute overall to a collective knowledge of a topic, a way of understanding that is
faceted, rather than divided, as may be interpreted above. The scholars cited use their definitions
of food literacy to contribute to a larger body, rather than define a new, separate body. Sourdough
starters contain yeasts and bacteria specific to the person who nurtures them; food literacy, and
then sourdough literacy, are also reflections of the people who engage with that literacy. The
accumulation of definitions begin to form a collective literacy, a sort of network.

As neoliberal discourse—understood here as an individualized, self-reliant, for-profit subject and
society—influences more aspects of life, turning toward a literacy that actively encourages and
represents a network of knowledge and reliance stands out as a choice to, much like Melville’s
6

Specifically, Heldke says, “Theories, like recipes, are most usefully regarded as tools we use to do things. The
range of things that we may do with them is at least as broad as the range of things one may do with recipes.”

13
Bartleby, say “I would prefer not to.” Sourdough literacy provides a framework for connection
and for the realization that competition is detrimental to reciprocity and invites the possibility of
failure into that process. A comfort with failure allows for a deeper understanding as the baker
works with the dough; though it is somewhat predictable, it is not known how the dough will turn
out during the bake. A loaf might be misshapen or its crumb too tight. Until it comes out of the
oven and is cut open, it remains an unknown. And while the time spent could be characterized as
wasted—sourdough is not an efficient process—if the loaf fails, it is also necessary to the
learning process.

And in the context of the academy, this move provides an alternative to commodified
knowledge; sourdough literacy is a form of inquiry that exists in “an ever-changing ambient”
(Hey 269). Inquiry in the academy must honor such an ambient and be given space to develop
outside profit and outside capitalist demands of productivity and must also be given the chance
to fail, and be relearned and rethought. And, too, inquiry and knowledge-making are processes of
collaboration; self-reliance, and the lone academic, are false notions. The work of the academy is
also a collective network of literacies.

Sourdough Literacy During COVID-19
On March 17, 2020, five days after the university at which I am a graduate student moved
classes online because of the COVID-19 pandemic, I noticed baker Tara Jensen, owner of Smoke
Signals and author of A Baker's Year: Twelve Months of Baking and Living the Simple Life at the
Smoke Signals Bakery, had begun posting sourdough starter how-tos on her Instagram account,
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@bakerhands (Jensen, “How to”)7. Jensen’s mini-lessons were condensed to fit into the caption
of each post, as her in-person workshops had all been canceled. After posting about the initial
process of a sourdough starter, that is, the mixing of flour and water and then the discarding of
starter and adding of more flour and water each subsequent day, she posted an overhead photo of
one of her starters on March 21 with the caption:
“REAL TALK. So you’ve started your starter, it’s got bubbles, maybe it’s
blowing out of the container or not doing much and you’re coming into day three
or four like WTF. KEEP THE FAITH. Here in the first week of life your starter is
establishing itself and starting to go through cycles and rhythms. This is where
all of our collective progress is going to diverge and become unique to our
environments, flours, water, kitchen temps and bodies. There are also
adjustments the yeast and bacteria are making as we ween [sic] them off the rye
flour. To truly get a robust, amazing starter that is super predictable can take up
to two weeks so don’t get spooked. … It will all be okay!” (Jensen, “REAL
TALK…”)
Jensen, though speaking about the sourdough starter, is also somehow speaking to the collective
experience of sheltering in place or complying with stay at home orders. Her assertion that “this
is where all of our collective progress is going to diverge and become unique to our
environments, flours, water, kitchen temps and bodies” seems to mimic each person’s
experience, as though even those who are not learning the literacy of sourdough are still learning
a literacy, that of staying at home, even if the collective experience of staying at home has been
different according to race, income level, family situation, and for some, dangerous. “Life
maintains and di places; it wears out, breaks, and reworks; it creates new configurations of
beings and objects across the everyday practices of the living, always similar and different”
(148), says de Certeau et. al. We are in a new configuration, and we have to learn a new way to
7

s

I will mention others later, but I find it important to note here that many other users and accounts might have also
been doing this; I was limited by the scope of those I followed and by my social media usage, which I have since
reduced to almost zero.
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live within it. This means sourdough literacy is tactical according to de Certeau’s concept of
tactics. A tactic is a “calculated action” that “to the circumstances which the precise instant of an
intervention transforms into a favorable situation … to the relations among successive moments
in an action, to the possible intersections of durations and heterogenous rhythms, etc.” (37, 38).
Though it might be a stretch to say making sourdough turns a stay-at-home order into a favorable
situation, for me, it did, which is again revealing of my cultural status and placement.8

For me, and for everyone who used her Instagram posts, Jensen acts as a literacy sponsor.
According to Deborah Brandt, literacy sponsors are “any agents, local or distant, concrete or
abstract, who enable, support, teach, model, as well as recruit, regulate, suppress, or withhold
literacy—and gain advantage by it in some way” (166). Jensen, and as noted later, others, are
actively teaching the literacy of sourdough. Literacy sponsorship can also be connected to
Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital; capital is labor that results in gaining “social energy.”9 This
accumulation takes time (Bourdieu, “The Forms,” 15), much like making sourdough bread takes
time, not only to do, but especially to do well. Jensen’s specific cultural capital is most aligned
with embodied capital—capital that informs how people think and act and do (Bourdieu, “The
Form,” 17); it combines natural inclination with learned skills and is often not seen as capital but

8

But it must be noted, again, that my situation is quite comfortable and that I am an extremely privileged white,
middle-class, cis-gender woman who lives alone.
9

Even Beyoncé, in her British Vogue interview for the December 2020 issue, says “cultural currency is invaluable.”
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as expertise or knowledge.10 In other words, Bourdieu is saying that embodied capital must be
earned, which means time, again, is a huge factor in who can gain embodied capital. And cultural
capital, including this form, depend on there being fewer literacy sponsors, or fewer people
doing that thing, so that those who possess the capital might benefit (18-9). Those who have the
time to accumulate cultural capital are uplifted; here, Bourdieu calls this distinction, while
Brandt calls it advantage.

By operating on Instagram and by operating within these systems of capital, Brandt might say
this is Jensen’s way of “setting the terms for access” (166). These terms for access are connected
to “ideological freight,” or conditions and added beliefs from the sponsor that accompany
literacy (168). On April 9, Jensen posted a photograph of wheat growing in her yard and said,
“Getting into sourdough? Have a yard? Ditch the grocery store!” (Jensen, “The answer…”) She
also acknowledges that most people can’t grow enough wheat in their yards to produce the
amount of flour they need, but she is attaching her belief system to her sourdough lessons. While
connections between sourdough literacy and cultural capital are largely discursive, Jensen’s nod
to the ingredients required to make sourdough make this rhizomatic strand one based on physical
materials and the processes required to create and assemble those materials. On March 28, she
posted a photo of her hand holding flour and advocated for people to source their grains and
flours from local mills. Jensen is making clear to her viewers that she would rather people not

10

Specifically, Bourdieu refers to embodied capital as “the prestige of innate property with the merits of
acquisition” that is “unrecognized as capital and recognized as legitimate competence” (18). Many artisans—not
only those of food, but also painters, dancers, photographers, writers, musicians—might fall into this category.
Rather than seeing their skills as a cultural advantage, the skills are viewed as innate and often, neutral, which is
problematic in our understanding of how we hierarchize cultural practices.
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use the industrial food system and instead use small farms to aid in their bread-making process.
And overall, Jensen’s encouragement of sourdough starters, at least during the time of
COVID-19, while asserting that sourdough starters are easy and accessible for all, does tend to
ignore other factors, like low-wage jobs, job insecurity, food insecurity, and food apartheid. It is
not necessarily that people who cannot spend the money or time—both forms of capital—to
make sourdough do not want to; food choices depend on “the opposition between the tastes of
luxury (or freedom) and the tastes of necessity” (Bourdieu, Distinction, 177). Many people
might not make sourdough because they cannot afford to, either in money or time. For Jensen,
though, breadmaking is her livelihood; it provides both economic and cultural capital and a way
to promote a slower pace of living, though her situated knowledge is limited to her own
experiences with sourdough. Bourdieu, though, would say that her choices, made according to
her taste, “cannot fail to be perceived as a systematic expression of a particular class of
conditions of existence” (Bourdieu, Distinction, 175). Her livelihood, and her literacy
sponsorship, expose the conditions of her existence.

But Jensen is not the only one promoting sourdough starters. Many people—Jensen reposts
people’s posts about their starters and loaves from their Stories to hers, in a sense creating a
rhizome in itself of sourdough posts—seem to be benefiting from the practice, but this does not
erase the need for critique and examination of what is being promoted and to whom it’s being
promoted and more importantly, who is being ignored. Of the following sourdough guides and
Instagram series, none addressed the temporal and economic issues that accompany the process
of sourdough. Eater, Food52, Bon Appétit, The New York Times, Serious Eats, NPR and multiple
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individuals—Josey Baker, head of Josey Baker Bread; Claire Saffitz, writer of the New York
Times guide to sourdough; Maurizio Leo, baker and writer of The Perfect Loaf; Jennifer Latham,
baker for Tartine11—have also posted how-to guides for cultivating a sourdough starter.
Sometime in the spring, a friend sent me a link to a North Carolina State University library
sponsored webcast entitled “Fermentology Mini-Seminars: Wild Sourdough.” In San Francisco,
however, people are leaving sourdough starters outside for anyone to take; these spots are
marked on a map anyone can edit (Batey), which differs from the other sharing of capital
mentioned above. By sharing actual starters, these literacy sponsors—because they are enabling
the learning of sourdough literacy—are in some ways removing the terms for access and are not
benefiting from such sharing other than the act of sharing itself; they are not gaining cultural
capital even as they, like the scholars mentioned at the beginning, form a network. And this type
of sharing moves from sourdough literacy into a more physical manifestation of the rhizome:
sharing starter means giving the mix of flour and water, but it also serves as a point of connection
between people, even if they remain unnamed and unknown.

I thought making one’s own bread was a step toward self-reliance, but I was wrong. It might
seem like it, but to say making one’s own bread is a step toward self-reliance is to ignore the role
of the microbes, of nature, of the farmer, of the worker at the mill, at the grocery store, and, as
mentioned above, the sharing of actual starters. Judith Butler notes the predicament I found
myself in when she says, “we have become creatures who constantly imagine a self-sufficiency,
only to find that image of ourselves undermined repeatedly in the course of life” (Butler, The
11 Again,

follow.

this is not an exhaustive list but rather one that I observed on my own feed or via the feeds of people I
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Force, 42). I spoke often over the summer with friends about how individualism was failing the
American people, and later, about how privilege functions as a testament to the collective; I am
not here on my own merit; I am a beneficiary of many systems of power as a white, cis, straight
woman whose parents both have multiple degrees. And yet, I am a self-described independent
person. I have, for much of this time, suppressed what toll it might be taking on me to live alone
and enforce upon myself an isolation in the name of public health: “To be dependent implies
vulnerability” (Butler, The Force, 46). And while my own vulnerability is revealed in emotion
and individual experience, the dependency of certain groups on a system which fails them
reveals a more literal vulnerability in terms of food access. The very self-reliance I want to move
away from is necessary for others who do not benefit from the systems in which they live, an
idea discussed by Ashanté M. Reese in Black Food Geographies: Race, Self-Reliance, and Food
Access in Washington, D.C.12. For some groups, self-reliance becomes a tool to survive.13

Part of my views come from the literacy myth, which is the idea that learning a literacy—usually
understood in this capacity as the ability to read and write—is like a golden ticket for success.
Historically, withholding literacy was a way to subjugate the working classes and slaves because
literacy was seen as a way to create social change (Graff 34). More recently, though, teaching
literacy was seen as the way to control social change. In the literacy myth, it is seen as good and
“a metaphorical light making clear the pathway to progress and happiness” (35). This

12

“Geographies of self-reliance call attention to how spatial, historical, and racial dynamics intersect and insist that
Black folks navigate inequities with a creativity that reflects a reliance on self and community” (Reese 9).
13

Sonya Renee Taylor says that systemic issues are still individual issues, or rather, are "about the self because the
self is part of the whole” (9).
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characterization of literacy means it falls to the individual to create change rather than to change
the system in which they exist; learning and having literacy and literacy skills means the
responsibility of success is transferred from the existing structures to the people who inhabit
them (37). This is, however, a myth. Such a tension can be seen in this paper, when thinking
about how sourdough literacy functions as a way to relearn the food system, but it doesn’t call
for the whole food system to be changed. It only changes my place within it. Using a rhizomatic
view, though, and connecting this literacy to other issues, as Graff and Duffy do in noting that
literacies are contextual and intersectional (40), means that the literacy can be applied or used to
understand larger issues and is not useful only to an individual within the system.

On Interdependence
Judith Butler speaks to the idea of interdependence14 in The Force of Nonviolence: An EthicoPolitical Bind:
“no one actually stands on one’s own; strictly speaking, no one
feeds oneself … no one moves or breathes or finds food who is not
supported by a world that provides an environment built for
passage, that prepares and distributes food so that it makes its way
to our mouths, a world that sustains the environment that makes
possible air of a quality that we can breathe” (Butler 41).

And this idea of interdependence—which is based “not on security and self-reliance but on the
transformative potential of openness to the not yet” (Hall 188)—as a way to live can be seen in
indigenous communities in Alaska and Canada in the form of the potlatch; they share food and
goods as a way to provide and to teach “social, cultural, and ecological values, like the
14

I’m also thinking here about coevolution, and if that can factor into thoughts on literacy.
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importance of conserving shared resources.” The potlatch is also mentioned in Robin Wall
Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass, in relation to “the aboriginal people of the coastal old-growth
forests” (279) who participated in this culture of sharing. Cody Larson, a subsistence fisheries
researcher in that geographic region, says, “Each community’s constellation of shared food,
labor, and equipment, like nets or boats, is unique and reveals different levels of interconnection
and community cohesion. With data on the health of a community’s social fabric, leaders can be
proactive in maintaining it” (Kaljur)15. The sharing and—if Butler’s ideas on the body are
applied to the conception of a community—the blurring of boundaries between people and
between resources begin to create a more blended or more interwoven social fabric as we
“participate in collective actions that seek balance—that allow life to be sustained” (Kennedy,
“On Sustainability”). Kimmerer calls this reciprocity an act of love (123). Interdependence
begins to look like the gluten webbing of my sourdough starter, not only because of its physical
appearance, but also because that web exists because there is a reciprocity between me and it,
and between the flour and the water and the microbes, and because I have cared for it.16

During the summer, I joined some of my friends in their mutual aid effort, a grocery distribution
in the neighborhood in which they live, adjacent to mine. Each week, the grocery bags would
have a loaf of sliced white bread in them, but often, there are boxes of extra bread, so much
lately that we’ve stopped buying the sliced bread. Now, months later, there are boxes of

15

Larson works for the “Bristol Bay Native Association, which represents a consortium of 31 tribes from the
mainland and peninsula along Bristol Bay, including the Alaska Peninsula” (Kaljur).
16

In further iterations of this project, I would like to explore how the ideas of reciprocity and care, along with
interdependence, relate to the ideas of love as put forth in Sandoval’s Methodology of the Oppressed.

22
baguettes and boules and focaccias and hot dog buns and hamburger buns and brioche rolls and
doughnuts, so many doughnuts. Often we have extra bread at the end of the hour of distribution,
the pre-bagged groceries gone after 15 or 20 minutes, the toilet paper too; the produce has been
picked over, and yet: boxes of bread. We send it elsewhere, leave it by dumpsters nearby, hoping
that someone will be fed by it. When people ask why we’re there, we say, we all need to take
care of each other. We give food and masks and toilet paper and sometimes, laundry detergent,
and, because the word mutual means both parties are involved, I too receive something, which is
not thanks or appreciation, but the coming together with a group of people I know and love
during an isolating pandemic.

It can be said that such an engagement with people, and with sourdough, and interdependence as
a whole, is focused, or rather, that it is conscious and intentional. Santana, et. al. explored the
world of fermented foods in a study entitled “Mindful Persistence: Literacies for Taking up and
Sustaining Fermented-Food Projects.” In the discussion of their case study, they argue that
“mindfulness,” here in the form of fermented food projects, “resists dominant society’s mindless
approach to food” (Santana et. al. 45-46). Fermented foods take work and time, both of which
require focus on the part of the maker; again, making fermented foods is also the practice of
learning a literacy. The researchers found that when “food becomes a motivating factor for
change … it becomes a resource for the functioning of a full life and for personal well-being”
(Santana et. al. 46). But there are factors that hinder this full life, or as Butler would call it, a
“livable life” (Butler, “Beside Oneself,” 39); mindfulness cannot fix these things.
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During the summer of 2020, along with a pandemic, there was, and still is, a racial reckoning—
“multiple pandemics,” my friend said. Perhaps it’s too heavy-handed of a metaphor, but it was
like a too-far-gone ferment when it explodes. This doesn’t happen with sourdough, unless a
starter overflows from the container in which it is being cultivated, but it happens with pickles
and beers and meads and ferments that develop a lot of carbon dioxide buildup in a closed
container; if they are not de-pressurized regularly, or burped, the pressure inside will be too
much and the jar will explode. Sandor Katz, in The Art of Fermentation, warns of this over and
over again, in almost every chapter. And in the summer of 2020, the pressure was too much:
George Floyd was killed by police, after Breonna Taylor had been killed by police, after Ahmaud
Arbery had been killed for running through a neighborhood; COVID-19 had been
disproportionately affecting Black and people of color (“Health Equity”; Tai; Wood); income
inequalities had come to light; as Angela Davis says, “we were all sheltered in place; in a sense,
we were compelled to be the witnesses of police lynching,” in addition to the structural racism
present in our society, the very structure that allowed me to benefit from time at my home while
others suffered (George).

I see the line of flight from mindfulness and fermented foods to privilege, both economic and
temporal, to race and racism, again, as I made sourdough bread and nurtured a starter during the
protests of the summer. The rhizome allows this stretching to encompass all of these
interconnected issues and shows the necessity of including all of them. It is Bryan Ford noting
that the hands that make bread are often white, that the bakers praised by the food world are
often white, and are baking white, European breads, even while there are many examples of
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sourdough breads that are not the Eurocentric white-floured boule (Evans; Khong). It is the rise
of sourdough bread making concurrent with a rise in protests against police brutality. It is
Ashanté M. Reese saying that “Within food, within the places where we purchase it, and within
our consumption, we reproduce power structures that undergird … food inequalities” (137)17. It
is questioning who has the time and energy to spend hours making bread (Kwate). It is saying: it
does not have to be this way. It is my resistance and way to disrupt capitalist modes of
productivity and efficiency—making sourdough bread and nurturing a starter—being out of
reach for others.

Jenny Odell’s book, How to Do Nothing: Resisting the Attention Economy, speaks about the idea
of doing nothing, of not participating in current systems and practices as a way to make a stand
for one’s principles, and as Odell writes, a “refusal to believe that the present time and place, and
the people who are here with us, are somehow not enough” (Odell xi). I bring this idea into an
essay about literacy and its uses because so much of the essay is also about action. Literacy isn’t
a static thing; it’s a practice. It is a repeated set of actions that make up a discourse. It is easy to
conflate action with productivity. Odell herself writes that doing nothing is not a cessation of
action, but rather a way of being that does not include productivity as a goal (21). “We have to
unlearn hurrying” (Kimmerer 233), and sourdough, in its slow process, is one way to do that.

17

Reese also calls out to agency and hope, saying that “we, too, have the potential to resist those power structures”
(137).
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The slow nature of sourdough gives the dough more time to develop and ferment. When I make
sourdough, I let the dough autolyse18 for almost an hour, then the dough sits for around three or
four hours, and then is put into the refrigerator for another eighteen or so hours before being
baked. This, in addition to having fed the starter the night before. Though it might look like
nothing is going on in the dough as it sits on my counter, the yeasts and lactobacilli are working,
converting sugars into carbon dioxide, forming gluten. Without the time to do this, the dough
might come out underproved, or might have a weak flavor, or might not achieve spring in the
oven. My latest loaves came out like that, so I let the most recent one proof for longer, gave it
more time to develop. It emerged from the oven tall, the crumb open, the bread soft and pliable.
Every loaf looks different. They might have similar coloring on the crust, the same bubbling, the
same glutinous stretch. But they all emerge as that loaf, at that time. And to reach the kind of loaf
I want, as the baker, I have to listen to the dough and feel it. I have to pay attention to it. I have to
recognize too that I am not in control, or total control, of the dough. I cannot make sourdough on
my own, or quickly, a departure from the neoliberal claim that I can control all outcomes myself.
Making sourdough demands that I make deliberate choices, that I slow down and let go of an
efficiency mindset, that I recognize the role of other forces and honor their contributions.

On June 15, after I read Odell’s book, I wrote in “the sourdough chronicles,” the document I
made to track the progress of my starter and my sourdough experience:
“making sourdough, after reading this book, feels both like a resistance and like a
playing into the system. it’s fascinating that because of the way the trend has gone
—via social networks—and because of the implicit call to be productive, it’s

18

Letting the dough autolyse is the process by which flour absorbs water and begins to develop gluten.
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framed as a way to use your time well, but it’s also an endeavor that takes a long
time and attention, which could be framed as “doing nothing,” in the sense that
you are working against the usual way to consume bread, which is to buy a
factory-produced loaf at a grocery store. it’s unclear then if the way it falls is
determined by an individual perception or a media framing.”

I’m making a batch of sourdough as I write this. I might not be when it’s revised, but right now,
I’m reminded to get up, to check the dough. Something is happening.
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Much Like Sourdough: A Practice of Fermentation in Composition
The timer was set for ten minutes; it’s about to go off. When it does, I’ll get up from writing,
pour 25 more grams of water into a bowl that already contains 105 grams of starter, 300 grams of
water, 160 grams of whole wheat flour, and 340 grams of all purpose flour, the last three of
which I bought at the grocery store and carried home seven blocks. I will pour in 25 grams of
water twice more, then pour in ten grams of water and ten grams of kosher salt, squeezing them
into the dough, which will be lumpy and incohesive. I will fold, though the mass of flour and
water will resist; gradually, it will loosen and begin to stretch. It will sit for an hour before I
touch it again. The dough, which began with my feeding a starter last night, will take five or
more hours, depending on the temperature and humidity inside my apartment, which depends on
the temperature and humidity outside, as I rarely turn on my air conditioner and keep the
windows open. After that it will sit in my refrigerator overnight. Altogether, it will take almost
thirty-six hours for the starter to become dough to become a loaf of bread.

I make bread once a week or so, have since May, which isn’t long when I think about stories of
sourdough starters families have had for generations. Mine is young, and it produces more than
enough for me, though I also sometimes give away quarter-loaves of bread, a practice that
reminds me of my connection to others, of sharing and being open. The bread sustains me, and
though I was raised in a tradition that said “man cannot live on bread alone,” I eat it every day,
often because it is the only food that sounds appealing. And when I eat it, I think of its
connection to the microbes, to the soil, to the air and water and to all the people who made my
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walking to the store to buy flour and “pure” water possible. I live alone, which can be difficult
during this pandemic, but the bread reminds me of my constant interconnectedness.

I offer this information to acknowledge Sidney Dobrin when he says “our academic, professional
lives, cannot be separated from our daily lives, from the places we live those lives.” This view,
which here, in conjunction with writing as an ecocomposition, “asks that we consider our own
roles and the roles of our environments in larger systems” (Dobrin 15).19 My realm of perception
(Merleau-Ponty) extends out beyond my kitchen and my text. I have to locate myself within the
systems of academia which produce this context, and within the food and agricultural systems
that dictate how I source my food and how it is grown, and also consider that both of these affect
how I think and how I write. As I said in a seminar recently, “I’m Molly, my concentration is in
rhetoric and composition, and I study … bread.”

Using the work of Jasmine Ulmer and others on the idea of Slow Ontology and Slow Writing and
my own experiences with baking sourdough bread, I posit the theory of what composition could
look like if viewed through the lens of sourdough. Ulmer’s work focuses on “a Slow Ontology”
of writing that is “differently productive,” which means productive outside a capitalistic
mentality of producing for purpose or profit, rather, producing simply to produce. Capital-S
Slow, as in the Slow Food movement, is associated with “ issues of being across time.” Slow
Writing, then, “refers to a state of being in which scholars choose to live writing and research
19

Such a placement of myself in the text is an echo of Cann and DeMeulenaere in The Activist Academic: “The
narrative voice in academia is impersonal and void of self in an effort to increase the semblance of objectivity and,
thus, reliability of data. Here, we open with a purposeful effort to negate that tendency and instead share who we
are” (Cann 1).
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through locality, materiality, and artisan craft” (Ulmer, “Writing Slow Ontology,” 201). Ulmer
writes about different ways of composing, including the practice of “Not Writing” (Ulmer,
“Composing Techniques,” 729), which is literally the act of not writing, or doing a different
activity tangential to writing to refocus, and her own experiences with dancing, and how dancing
has affected her composing process. This integration of practices from outside one’s academic
interests can also be seen in Stacey Waite’s work on bringing concepts from the world of slam
poetry, like competition, into the writing classroom (Waite, “Put Me in, Coach”). While Waite
moves laterally, from slam pedagogy to composition pedagogy, Barry Kroll uses the concepts of
aikido, a martial art, to demonstrate how argument might be reframed and taught, including
teaching the actual embodied movements in his classroom (Kroll 453, 464). Ulmer claims that
“our practices are set into motion by the techniques we invent as we move through daily life”
(“Composing Techniques,” 733), something that Annie Dillard also touches upon: “How we
spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives” (Dillard 32). Both indicate that the larger
story of our existence is determined by the smaller practices we enact, which can be seen too in
the writing process: what is done, over and over, with each piece of writing, becomes familiar
and forms the larger process of writing for each writer. “To put it simply, practice makes
practice” (Boyle 541).

Alongside these writers and thinkers, I present a new way of envisioning the composition
process, or rather, the way we understand composition and how to convey that to students and to
others. Like Kroll, I too use an embodied practice to expand conceptions of writing and process,
here with fermentation, specifically that of the active process of making sourdough bread, a
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practice that has, like writing, become familiar to me such that I can draw upon its concepts and
apply them here. This view also takes notes from ecocomposition—or viewing “composition
studies through an ecological lens” (Dobrin and Weisser 1)—and its understanding of the web of
relationships (Cooper), emphasizes slowness and a recognition of one’s role and placement, both
in systems that act upon an individual, and also within a greater environment. Using the
sourdough lens reduces the size of the ecology into a more comprehensible one—a starter is
contained and the results of action and inaction can be seen day to day. The sourdough lens also
provides a place and a model for the human in ecological systems, and in the resulting
understanding of writing. While much of the current environmental focus is conservation, which
implies a hands-off role, or a divide between human and nature, and an effort to return to some
untainted state, sourdough shows a different way of being, a reciprocal relationship that moves
forward.20 A starter requires cultivation, and the role of the cultivator is active; fermentation
requires human intervention, or engagement, and responsibility so that the entire ecology is
healthy and productive for the agency of the human and the agency of other beings.

And in this text, generally, I write with Waite’s words in mind: “Don’t come to conclusions.
Come to other things: inquiry, questions, failures, side roads, off-road” (Waite, “How,” 48).
Process, in baking or writing, whether in teaching or in practice, can be intuitive, can be
obscured, can fail or succeed, which connects back to Ulmer’s work on Slow Writing in that the

20 Another

example of a reciprocal relationship would be that of humans and sweetgrass as described in Robin Wall
Kimmerer’s Braiding Sweetgrass, and humans and maple trees: “one half of the truth is that the earth endows us
with great gifts, the other half is that the gift is not enough. The responsibility does not lie with the maples alone.
The other half belongs to us; we participate in its transformation” (69).
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process is perhaps more organic than we would like to admit; it cannot always be precisely
mapped.

Fermentation
I use fermentation as it happens in sourdough bread to understand or reframe composition.
Sourdough bread is made using a starter, which involves cultivating yeasts so they might be
strong enough to make bread rise. The starter must be fed, and once ready, which means the
starter is active and alive and has shown growth, it can be used in a bread dough, most of which
take a minimum of eight hours to develop, and often longer. I must also note that the term
sourdough bread as I use it here is meant to describe a boule made with white and whole wheat
flour, while many other types of sourdough breads, like injera or dosa, made with many other
flours from various grains, have been popular around the globe for arguably much longer. The
plethora of ways to ferment or to produce breads made via fermentation is also important in
considering a fermentation and sourdough idea of composition, as there are many ways to
ferment and many kinds of sourdoughs (Katz)21.

As stated above, I’m working on a dough right now, as I write this essay, the process of making
and developing it mimicking my thought process as I write and shape and work through ideas
and respond to myself. Like letting fermentation happen, I let ideas sit in my brain and come to
the surface when they are ready to be written down. A friend, and fellow writer, said this recently
in conversation as well, that she had been letting a story ferment in her brain.

21

It must be noted too that I am not an expert in making sourdough bread, as it is a practice I began in May 2020.
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To make sourdough bread is to actively encourage fermentation, which is to work collaboratively
with microbes and the environment; fermentation is a broad term to describe many different
processes, of which one is sourdough bread.22 As Colleen Myles writes in Fermented
Landscapes: Lively Processes of Socio-Environmental Transformation, the success of
fermentation depends on three factors: temperature, place, chance (11). Michael Pollan, in the
“Earth” section of his book Cooked, follows the advice of Sandor Katz, a self-named
“fermentation revivalist” (Katz, “Who”) as he makes pickles. Pollan reminds the reader, as do
most fermentation and microbial advocates—like Katz, but also Margulis, Paxson, and others—
that fermentation happens because of the microbes doing the work; they are living organisms, so
small they can only been seen under a microscope (295). Because of this, “every ferment retains
a certain element of unknowable wildness” (Pollan 299). Fermentation, then, is an excellent
metaphor for the writing process and for the somewhat unknowable ways different writers
operate. Viewing writing through the lens of fermentation grants agency to the writer while also
acknowledging the presence and significance of environmental factors and outside involvement.
“Fermentation is more dynamic and variable than cooking, for we are collaborating with other
living beings” (Katz xxiii). Dobrin says much the same, though in the field of ecocomposition,
which asks writers to push their inquiry beyond human relationships and “asks that we examine
relationships with other texts, discourses, other organisms, environments, and locations” (Dobrin
20). While I would say the human relationships are important, it is as important to emphasize the

22

I make the distinction here so that the larger, broader process of fermentation is understood before specifically
speaking about the process of sourdough bread. The terms are not necessarily interchangeable; all sourdoughs are
ferments, but not all ferments are sourdoughs—think squares and rectangles.
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relationships students have with the nonhuman, or identify the places and roles they occupy, in
the systems present within and outside of, the physical classroom.

As someone who advocates for food literacy23, I recommend doing so by asking students what
they have eaten in the last week and where or how they sourced those foods. An inquiry of this
kind requires students to examine the agricultural and environmental systems of which they are
apart, even unconsciously, and it also emphasizes the non-direct impact our choices have on the
soil, the air, the water, and the plants that surround us—or don’t, depending on how the food was
sourced. This exercise also illuminates the human interactions and systems that take part in the
larger food system, creating dialogue about labor. It is, in a composition classroom, perhaps
easier to engage students with the human component, and with each other, as it is a room full of
humans. The content, then, or even the setting, of the class is where a sort of meta-examination
of the non-human, even as this paper seeks to describe the classroom in terms of the non-human,
might be most easily achieved. In all of these situations, the relationship is what is highlighted.

A sourdough composition is a continuous dialogue between the writer and the writing, between
the writer and outside influences, between the writer and the instructor. Kenneth Bruffee writes
that “knowledge is the product of human beings in a state of continual negotiation or
conversation” (646-7). I use Bruffee here to note the state of “continual negotiation or
conversation” (646-7), though in conjunction with microbes, who also have agency in the
process; they are actants, as humans are also actants (Bennett). Knowledge is then created not

23 And

because this piece is about a food, it seems natural to use an example related to food.
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only by or for humans, but in an environment that acknowledges, as ecocomposition does,
humans in a web of relationships, whether those relationships are with other humans or with the
non-human elements of the environment and the environment itself.

Starter
A starter is a mix of flour and water that cultivates yeasts found in the air, in the flour, and on the
baker’s hands. Starters are cultivated ferments, not spontaneous ones, because the baker must
refresh the starter; to refresh, the baker must discard much of what already exists and provide
new water and flour to the small portion of saved starter. When fed, the microbes in the starter
grow and create air bubbles, but as the food stores deplete, the starter falls again as the air
bubbles collapse (Katz). The cultivation of a starter—this process of feeding and discard—can
last for years if cared for. Researchers at NC State University, working with the sourdough
library in Belgium, conducted experiments to see if flavors present in bread were affected by
individual bakers. They found, however, that “the microbes on the hands of the bakers mirrored
the microbes within their starters. The bakers had become their bread. ‘The bakers’ hands reflect
the life they have lived,’ observed Dr. Dunn, ‘a life with their fingers and thumbs in dough’”
(Lidz). There is a Korean word for this: son-mat, which means “hand taste.” It’s the flavor that a
person imparts to the food because they are the one who made it. Starters are here representative
of ideas: added to, taken from, shifted, used, grown, stored. When we conceive of a starter this
way, we understand, as Merleau-Ponty puts forth in his ideas about perception and time, that our
ideas contain all of our past perceptions, and that these build upon each other to produce new
perceptions. The starter as an idea means a fluidity, rather than a fixed notion or rigidity, in
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thinking. Whatever is introduced adds to the already present ideas, and old ideas, ones that might
not be useful anymore, are discarded, allowing what is there to flourish and keep growing.
Ultimately, seeing the starter as an idea or as a collection of ideas means that it is never
exhausted if it is maintained.

While initially, a starter is a spontaneous ferment, once maintained, it becomes a culture that
must be cultivated (Katz 6). While Myles speaks about fermentation in general depending on
temperature, place, and chance, Modernist Cuisine, headed by Nathan Myhrvold, says more
specifically the growth of a starter depends on “availability of nutrients, acidity, and
temperature.” “The community of microorganisms will fluctuate and adjust to whatever foods
they are given and whatever living conditions they experience. If one strain finds the
environment more welcoming than the others, it will quickly grow and crowd its neighbors”
(“Sourdough Science”). The starter is dependent upon its outside or external environment, but if
we continue with the understanding of the starter as an idea, it can be said that what is put into
ideas matters, that thinking will adapt to whatever is added; such an understanding means that
the environments instructors create, and the ideas they put forth in the classroom, are important
and must be selected with care.

The starter is the basis for sourdough bread and for the entire process. If the starter isn’t strong
and ready, meaning it has reached its peak after being fed, which is dependent on ambient
temperature, the bread will not rise. I recently made a bread into which I had put a levain—the
starter developed specifically for a dough—that wasn’t strong enough, and the loaf came out flat
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and dense, with a tight crumb. The starter must be prepared in advance and must have been
nurtured to be able to do the heavy lifting required in the process of fermenting the dough.
Preparing a starter, though, means discarding massive amounts of it. The first days of my starter,
when I fed it every day, I was only saving 50 grams, to which I added 100 grams of water, 50
grams of whole wheat flour, and 50 grams of all purpose flour. The next day, I’d discard all but
50 grams of the starter, then repeat the addition process. Sometimes I used the discard to make
crackers, once some chocolate chip cookies, but usually I threw it away; now I compost the
starter, which means it is used in another process.

This idea of discard and use, or re-use, of the starter relates to Nancy Welch’s ideas of excess and
revision. Welch encourages instructors to emphasize over-writing, in the sense that students must
become comfortable with writing more and then revising more. This conception of revision
means pushing on the text in places that seem to be lacking, or that are not fully developed. She
writes about a student who asks if she can “take just that one sentence and write another essay
from it” (213), which Welch affirms; this is exemplified in cultivating a starter. Only one piece of
it is taken for the next round of starter, and only a small piece of it is used in a loaf of bread. This
is called culturing, the use of an already fermented product to ferment a new batch (Katz 38). In
the composition classroom, students should be reassured that their revisions might mean adding
and subtracting large amounts of writing, and those sections might take a lot of time. When I
discard starter, it feels wrong and antithetical to throw it out and to not utilize it in some way,
even though I know I do not need it, that the process of discarding is necessary in the overall
process. But in those moments, instructors should, as bakers do, look at the piece and shift from
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questioning if something is finished to how it can “be carried on,” or “what are the future
projects that might arise from it” (Welch 235). Pieces of discarded writing might be saved for
other projects, just as I use my leftover starter for a loaf of focaccia, or for compost, which places
the discard into a completely new process, one that utilizes its potential.

Revision, and the nature of the starter as being cultivated, which can be seen as a constant state
of change, or becoming, with its rise and fall, connects to Cooper’s view of ecocomposition,
which is partially situated in the understanding of ecological systems, and how “they are
inherently dynamic; though their structures and contents can be specified at a given moment, in
real time they are constantly changing, limited only by parameters that are themselves subject to
change over longer spans of time” (Cooper 368). Instructors should encourage their students to
view their ideas as dynamic and in flux, only permanent until they decide to revise again. This
normalization of change, and of use and re-use, in students’ connection to ideas might also open
up their capacity to connect with different facets of their surroundings, which are also often
changing and can be utilized in various ways. Ulmer speaks about this idea of pursuing creative
interests because the outcome or product is unknown, and how this facilitates greater freedom in
the writing process, a sort of allowance on the part of the writer to let the writing be more
expansive, less product-oriented. She talks specifically about walking through farmers’ markets
and picking flowers (Ulmer, “Composing Techniques,” 730), neither of which are directly
involved in the writing process, but like the idea of continually refreshing a starter, contribute to
the overall process of refreshing ideas and maintaining a healthy environment in which those
ideas can grow.
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Autolyse
Autolyse, from the scientific term autolysis, is the initial mixing of the flour and water and
starter, followed by a rest. This helps hydrate the flour; while the flour is hydrating, gluten begins
to form. “Two enzymes that are present in flour — protease and amylase — begin their work
during the autolyse: The protease enzymes degrade the protein in the flour, which encourages
extensibility. The amylase enzymes turn the flour's starch into sugars that the yeast can consume”
(Alpern). It is important to note that gluten forms during this process because of the hydration;
there are two proteins in wheat that make up gluten only after water is added (Pollan 223). An
autolyse period is done without salt; Michael Pollan writes that “as one nineteenth-century
cookbook put it, salt serves as the bridle on the wild horse of fermentation” (Pollan 223).

An autolyse period is an initial idea phase, what some process scholars might call invention. This
is a student seeing an assignment. This is a prompt. This is brainstorming; the end product has
been envisioned, but right now, it’s unclear how the ideas will respond to form, to other ideas, to
more research. My own dough is in the autolyse phase right now. I’m slowly adding more and
more water to hydrate the dough. I’ve autolysed by adding all of the water at once and by adding
it some at a time. It doesn’t seem to make much difference between the final products; if it does,
such a difference can easily be obscured by many other factors, to be discussed later. Ultimately,
using an autolyse yields a better final product. Letting students soak in all of the possibilities
means they will feel less hemmed in by content based questions and possibly even form based
questions. This can mean giving prompts early, to allow time for students to think; it can mean
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leaving the choice of content to the student; it can mean leaving the choice of form and content
to the student. Waite, in composition classes, has students write at least 25 questions about a
topic, or 25 things they don’t know about the topic, and if students cannot do that, they are
discouraged from writing about it24. The invention stage is supposed to lead to actual invention,
not the rehashing of ideas students are already familiar or even set in. Though invention, like
autolyse, is not passive, it can still be done in a way that slows the student down. In actuality,
providing numerous low-stakes assignments sets a pace for students to think that doesn’t ask for
all of their thoughts at once but allows them to process. Ulmer calls this a shift in perception
(“Writing Slow Ontology” 208) and links such a shift to the mimicking of more natural rhythms,
which can be seen in the practice of sourdough bread; such a shift in the classroom might lead
students to make more informed decisions about their writing because they have the time to think
about it.

One approach to slow down the writing process is scaffolding. When I autolyse a dough, I start
with 300 grams of water. Only after letting that 300 grams sit with the flour and starter for 10
minutes do I add another 25 grams. This process happens three times; by the end of the autolyse
period, 75 grams of water will have been added over 30 minutes, after which the final 10 grams
of water and 10 grams of salt will be added. In the composition classes I teach, the scaffolding
occurs in the weeks before an essay is due. In addition to the regular reading and discussion
posts, I assign students small essayettes, a term I borrow from Ross Gay’s The Book of Delights.
For an essay on personal context, this might be a web of all the connections students have to

24 This

idea is located in Waite’s scholarship, but I heard it in the composition pedagogy class Waite teaches.
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identity markers and systems and institutions. For an essay on argument, this might be a page or
two on questions or issues they are thinking about, the next week a page or two defending a
recent choice to several different people to illustrate how the rhetoric changed, the next week a
page or two of them analyzing an argument they read that week, the next week a draft to be peer
reviewed of an argument made from three different viewpoints. Each of these assignments is a
low stakes way for the students to think about the rhetoric of arguments: how they already
understand argument and how they can recognize it elsewhere, and then how they can utilize
both of those in writing new arguments. Building in these small assignments is like autolysing a
dough. It prepares students to do the real writing work ahead; it is practicing and is a practice.

As with making a dough, there are several ways to do this, and in theory, countless ways. In their
paper “The Possibilities of Uncertainty: Digital Archives as Cunning Texts in a First-Year
Composition Curriculum,” Joshua Daniel-Wariya and Lynn C. Lewis illustrate their use of the
archive as a way to push students into inquiry and uncertainty rather than having them
investigate and answer questions students already have firm beliefs about. Students are asked to
explore an archive without any questions, charting what it offers and how it might be used, and
then are asked to reflect on the choices they could have taken and did not, and what information
they found or did not find as a result of those choices. It’s as though students are asked to
conduct a choose your own adventure sort of project within the archive, which opens up to them
new areas of knowledge and questions they might not have considered otherwise.
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Bulk Fermentation
The majority of the work of sourdough is done in the bulk fermentation stage. It should be
specified that the majority of hands-on work is done before and after bulk fermentation, but if
this idea of work is quantified by time, bulk fermentation is the longest stage. Bulk fermentation
is the period of time when the dough sits and rests, which allows the yeasts and bacteria from the
starter to work—“breaking down [the undamaged starches and proteins] into simple sugars and
amino acids to feed the microbes”—which means they produce lactic acid and acetic acid, both
of which help make the gluten stronger. This process of fermentation also means the
transformation of alcohol and glucose into more alcohol and carbon dioxide; gluten is able to
trap the carbon dioxide to make the bread rise (Pollan 224).

The formation of gluten is affected by what flour is used; heavier flours, like whole wheat or
fresh milled, those milled outside the conventional big agricultural system, weigh down the
dough, and the larger pieces yielded by milling, like the bran, “[act] like little scissors snipping
away at the gluten” (Jensen, “Gluten…”). Gluten formation is also affected by folding; turning
the dough onto itself by rotating the bowl, pulling up on one side of the dough, and folding it in
on itself, then repeating after rotating the bowl 90 degrees, causes the gluten to trap more air and
also be stretched, making it stronger, much as the human muscular system works. One way to
monitor gluten development is common in bread recipes: the windowpane test. This directs the
baker to stretch a piece of dough to observe if it can be seen through without tearing. If the
dough tears quickly and easily, not enough gluten has developed.
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The beginning of bulk fermentation makes me nervous. When I have completed the autolyse
phase, and I have added the salt and final ten grams of water to the flour and water that will
become dough, it does not stretch, and it is a mass of lumps that easily break apart. The bonds
are only just forming. When I do the initial stretch, I can feel the dough begin to form the gluten
that will give it elasticity. If I pay attention to how the dough clings to my fingers and how it
looks as the lumps begin to wrap around each other, I see something happening I don’t yet
understand. My hands in the dough, working with it and feeling it, sensing it, are causing it to
change.

In terms of writing, bulk fermentation is the work of writing itself. All of the components of the
final product are present, which means the starter can do the work necessary to transform the
ingredients into a coherent dough. Ideas are used and discarded or put to work to create a
stronger gluten network and trap more air, which leads one to believe that most of the work is
done internally. However, as stated above, outside interference, like the folding of the dough,
might yield a better final product; this is akin to the actions of the instructor and peer writing
groups having check-ins and conferences and idea sessions to assist the writer in whatever way
the writer needs.

Though he is speaking in the context of oral language, Merleau-Ponty, in Phenomenology of
Perception, discusses the idea that we must externalize our thoughts to fully understand them
(177). “Each word of a difficult text awakens in us thoughts which were ours beforehand, but
these meanings sometimes combine to form new thought which recasts them all, and we are
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transported to the heart of the matter, we find the source” (178). I use this here in connection
with stretching and folding because it seems to mimic the intentions of stretching; first the
validation of a thought, and then its subsequent complication by an outside hand. Complication is
the goal, if “to complicate” yields complexity, which is what stretching a dough does for the
gluten network present within it.

Maxwell and Felczak use wikis in their classroom as a source of collective knowledge, a living
entity that students can build upon as they progress in the class. “Beyond the notion of a
‘knowledge base’ or discursive trace, a wiki captures or presents the evolving now of a discourse
community” (94), which could lead to continual development of new questions for students as
they observe and respond to other student’s contributions. Students complicating each others’
ideas speaks to the idea of dialogue as discussed in the introduction; other students are part of
students’ surroundings in the classroom and act on them accordingly.

This idea of complicating and complexity can be linked to the idea of queering the composition
classroom. Waite writes that “seeing, reading, and writing queer is important to any intellectual
pursuit because to see this way means not to make binary, one-dimensional interpretations …
means to make layered, dialectical, even contradictory interpretations” (Waite, “Queer
Literacies,” 114). In “How (And Why) To Write Queer: A Failing, Impossible, Contradictory
Instruction Manual for Scholars of Writing Studies,” Waite also advocates for writing for failure,
for writing to be a mess25, to lean into not knowing and being open in the writing with not

25 The

idea of mess is also discussed in John Law’s After Method: Mess in Social Science Research.

50
knowing, with not reaching a conclusion (43-48). These are, of course, not concrete practical
solutions, and Waite also admits to the constraints at all levels as dictated by the institutions of
which instructors and students are apart. But the takeaway I seek to establish here is that
instructors must encourage students out of the mindset of certainty; one way I do this is by
emphasizing multiple drafts, pressing on places in student essays where I have questions or
where I sense there’s another direction to proceed, and limiting my use of grading. My students
are told their “final drafts” are understood by me as second drafts26, and I frontload feedback and
conferencing before that second draft so they feel they are able to explore ideas rather than write
into a framework or for a specific answer. And even if the writer isn’t consciously aware of these
outside actions, as I am unaware of the processes happening in the dough as I stretch it, they are
necessary to create more gluten, or in writing, to develop the idea further.

The dough is still influenced by outside factors beyond the folding of the dough. Humidity and
temperature can also change the amount of time a dough takes to develop and also how it
develops. As with the baker, both the writer and instructor must be paying attention to the dough
to observe when to fold, when the dough is done. The writer must begin to recognize signs of
their own inability to continue writing or developing an idea; this inability isn’t necessarily
related to writing ability, but also the idea that a writer must begin to recognize the limitations of
their time and energy to do the work and be able to step away when it’s done enough.27

26 While

I could dedicate the whole semester to one paper and more effectively push inquiry in my classes, I am
constrained by departmental guidelines to have students write 25 pages over the course of the semester. However, I
suppose multiple drafts of the same text could still fulfill this requirement.
27 The

end of the bulk fermentation period is that of shaping the dough into its final form and proofing it for an hour
or so outside the refrigerator before letting it develop more flavor in the refrigerator overnight.
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The Bake
Baking a loaf of bread is the final test. The first half of the bake is done covered so the steam
released by the bread can cause it to achieve a rise without browning the crust. Once uncovered,
the bread will begin to darken and the crust thicken. Doneness can be checked with an internal
thermometer, eyeballing the loaf, tapping it to see if it sounds hollow, or simply calling it done.
What constitutes “good” bread is up to the baker, as what is popular for Instagram—an open
crumb, high rise, and distinct ear—aren’t necessarily what contribute to a good flavor or texture.
Most of what makes a final product good is what is put into the dough—the quality of the flour,
the strength of the starter, the water—and the time allowed for it to develop. As several people
have told me, if you’re at the point where you can worry about the aesthetics of a loaf, you
probably already have good bread to eat, which can be compared to assessing a piece of writing
for its ideas and content rather than its grammar or other aesthetic issues.

Much Like Dough: A Practice of Uncertainty
Sourdough composition does not seek to outline a specific process for a student, but emphasizes
instead the importance of a looser, more easily adaptable framework for students to work within
while acknowledging the student’s role in their own process. The main components of the
framework are temporality and engagement, both by the student and the instructor. Ulmer’s work
speaks to this in the ideas of Slow Writing and ways to combat the hurried notion of putting ideas
on paper. Sourdough can be managed and manipulated and cultivated, but breakmaking is
subject to environmental factors, which are outside the baker’s control. Within the baker’s
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control are the ratios of flour to water, what flours used, how much time to autolyse and bulk
ferment and proof. The time factors, however, depend on the dough itself and how it responds to
its environment and to the baker’s touch. What I mean here is that each student is different and
might inhabit the framework in a way specific to them, but a looser framework allows for this
type of adaptation.

The writer is a central figure with this view of composition, but like expressivism and
cognitivism, a sourdough view of composition acknowledges that the writer exists within an
environment and has “to do with the stance an individual takes toward reality” (Weisser 83). The
slower approach, with emphasis on the dynamism of ideas and capacity to use and re-use, allows
a focus, as Weisser puts it, on the ecological selves of writers, which “perceive their
interconnection with others and comprehend the degree to which their own identities are
inseparable from the nonhuman world” (86), which changes how we feel about others and about
our surroundings (Weisser 87). This echoes what Cooper writes: “the ideal image the ecological
model projects is of an infinitely extended group of people who interact through writing, who are
connected by the various systems that constitute the activity of writing” (Cooper 372). It might
seem contradictory, but there is a way to acknowledge the student as a central figure, but as one
in a web of many figures, which Powell and Burnham discuss in their overview of expressivism,
referencing the idea of vitalism: “Writers use personal experience in conjunction with social,
historical, material reality, even time, when inventing. The self invents and is invented by many
influences” (119). Focusing on the self can be a way to understand the web that outstretches, and
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this includes the outstretch from the instructor to the student and from the student to the
instructor.

As Santana, et. al. write in their article on the connection between fermented food practices and
mindful persistence, “food literacies need not insist on conforming to a single ideology or set of
practices” (51). Much of making sourdough bread is paying attention to what is happening with
the starter and with the dough—how does it look? how does it feel? are there air bubbles
forming? is the gluten developing?—which can be akin to asking a student to be aware of the
choices they are making in their writing. But these choices, and this awareness, link back to the
idea of the ecological self, and back to the starter as an idea; all have an implicit emphasis on
paying attention to what is happening both within the idea and outside, in the environment. As
Hey writes, this mindfulness can yield “multiplicitous results” as fermenting, and sourdough, and
people exist in “an ever-changing ambient.” Though she’s writing about kitchen and laboratory
spaces, the composition classroom, and anywhere writers are writing, can also be thought of as
such: “fermentation is a process of working with spatial affordances. It is necessarily connective,
showing the inseparability of humans, microbes, foods, and the spaces we collectively enact”
(Hey 269). The writer is central in sourdough composition, but much depends on how that writer
can relate and work with ideas outside themselves, ones that often directly influence their
thinking.

One way of understanding a set of ideas outside the writer is put forth by Chris Gallagher in his
book Radical Departures: Composition and Progressive Pedagogy. He proposes that “we
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understand pedagogy as the reflexive inquiry that teachers and learners undertake together”
(xvi). Reflexive inquiry here means instructors and students make meaning together (xvii), or as
can be said in this context, how they are connected to each other and other people and
environments through each other. This word inquiry also speaks to another, underlying, idea that
can be traced throughout this paper, that of uncertainty. Inherent in the word inquiry is the
implication of asking questions, which implies not knowing, and in Gallagher’s terms, not
knowing together. “Be certain in your uncertainty” (Waite, “How,” 45). It’s quoted above, too,
that ferments retain an “unknowable wildness”; in the same way, instructors cannot know their
students, and perhaps instructors also cannot know writing or know how best to teach it, but there
can be an engagement here, one that is illustrated in my chronicled attempts at making bread: I
was trying to work with the microbes and within my environment to make something out of it.

I find myself doing this now, with my starter and doughs. The weather is changing, and I must
accommodate that in my process. I can’t let the starter for the dough rise on my counter; it takes
far too long because the air is cold and dry in my apartment, where the heat has not been turned
on for the winter season, but will be this week. The doughs I have made recently have come out
flat because I have not been cognizant of all the factors, or I have ignored them; I have operated
as though the dough was separate from the air around it. But I must pivot and adapt to what is
happening around the starter so that it might have a better chance to grow and raise the dough.

Given this mindset, and the idea that writing is created in and through “dynamic interlocking
systems” (Cooper 368), fermentation, and sourdough, pedagogy, fit into this idea of
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ecocomposition while also taking from other historical and current movements and beliefs in
composition. But there is no set of guidelines, despite the laying out of a process above. That is
the process for sourdough, which is not the process for making sauerkraut, which is not the
process for making kefir or wine or yogurt or cheese or beer or tempeh or any of the numerous,
or even innumerable, types of ferments found around the world. Using fermentation as a lens
means paying attention to that specific ferment and to its environment, just as instructors must be
cognizant not only of their students’ needs, but also of their surroundings, both literal and
figurative, in writing. It is not enough to see writers and audiences and instructors as “remote
images” (Cooper 373); but each person and figure must be noted for what it is and its place in the
system and what it contributes.

The best way to describe this comes not from a composition scholar, but from Lisa Heldke, a
philosopher, when she says that theory and practice are linked. When making bread, you “learn
to respond to it.” The process depends on “a connection between bread maker and bread dough.
This relationship takes time to develop,” and it won’t always be correct. My first loaf of bread
was flat; it was too high a percentage of whole wheat for my weak starter; it was dense and had a
tight crumb. “Reciprocal responses characterize things that exist in relation to each other, that
can affect and be affected by each other. When I use a recipe, I enter into a kind of relation with
the ingredients. I do not assume complete separateness from them, nor total power over them”
(Heldke, “Recipes,” 28). This is how we make inquiry, by putting our ideas into practice and
seeing what happens while acknowledging the presence and interaction of the other figures
involved.
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There Is So Much Here

There’s a line in Bruce Springsteen’s “Atlantic City,” on his album Nebraska: “Well everything
dies, baby, that’s a fact, but maybe everything that dies, someday comes back.” As I write that
from memory, I wonder if it’s “but” or “and.” It’s but. It’s unsure. It means, I don’t know if they
come back or not, but I have to believe they do.

My father told me over the summer he was listening to that album in honor of me, and I went
back and listened to it and remembered listening to it for the first time in Nebraska, now over a
year ago. It was still warm outside, and I was standing in my kitchen, a space only large enough
for one, and the record player was across my apartment, and outside, a view of the state capitol
building. The songs on the album are sad, forlorn, wistful. They’re slow, they’re “the thin line
between stability and that moment when the things that connect you to your world … fail you,”28
and Springsteen sings softly, almost tentative, as if to say these thoughts aloud is risky, these
“one-way transmissions from a distant, lonely place.”29 They’re about death and family and
tension and some form of justice and leaving and wanting something more.

And I remember telling my father after I listened to it that first time that the feeling matched the
state. Driving from St. Louis by myself on the second day of the trip from North Carolina, a 17hour drive, there were vast amounts of open space alongside the highways, and for the most part,
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few other cars, and I was on the phone with the man who would be my partner for the next year.
When I got to Nebraska, I wasn’t nervous, but I didn’t know anything; I knew no one, had no car,
had no sense of what this place was, or who it was; I didn’t know what graduate school would be
like; I had left a place a month before, and it wasn’t so much that I wanted to come to Nebraska
but that it felt like there was nowhere else for me to go. But maybe, like the songs on the album
and in Springsteen’s entire collection indicate, it’s easier to want to leave somewhere when
there’s nothing in your way, an open horizon in front of you, like what I see when I look out from
Nebraska, and from my life here.

When I was in college, I listened to Drew Holcomb and the Neighbors, and somehow, I learned
that the band’s lead singer and namesake had completed a master’s degree, and his thesis was
about the redemptive power Bruce Springsteen sings about. After searching some databases, and
then emailing an agent or a manager asking if it was available anywhere, saying that I’d like to
give it to my father as a birthday present, I received an email from the singer, thesis attached. I
still have it somewhere. Redemption, a noun form of the verb redeem, which comes from the
Latin word redimere: to buy back, to atone for, to save or rescue. In the Christian context, to
redeem means to bring back from death.

Every time I feed my sourdough starter, I take fifty grams of the previous iteration and mix it
with 100 grams of water, fifty grams of all purpose flour, and fifty grams of whole wheat flour. I
do this at night, before going to bed, so that in the morning, I can put 105 grams of it in a dough
with 385 grams of water and 500 grams of flour. When I take the starter out of the refrigerator,
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it’s dense and sometimes smells vinegary, but once fed and risen after eight hours or so, it smells
yeasty and clean in the way that natural things do, not manufactured. My apartment in Nebraska
is the only place where I have made sourdough, so when I smell my starter, I think of a red bowl
and cool tile underfoot and bleary-eyed mornings, mixing the starter and the dough as soon as I
wake up. All of the starter and levain I don’t use in the bread, or save for the next batch, I
discard. I have tried to use some of the discard, but I have thrown away many cups worth of
starter, and I compost it so that it can be reused, utilized in another cycle of growth and decay.
My sourdough starter is a cycle that might never end: some people keep their starters for
generations, insisting that the same microbes live in it that did when their great-grandmothers
cultivated it. I don’t have the same hopes for mine. I know that at some point, I will let it die, or
forget about it, or have to move, or leave it alone for three weeks, or longer, and decide that
maybe I should just start over.

On May 14, I sent an email to an ex-boyfriend. We dated for three years and four months and
broke up while almost 5,000 miles apart when I was 21. Maybe it was being inside my apartment
alone for two months because of the pandemic, or maybe something else, but I sent him an
email. I said I forgave him for the way our relationship had ended, or rather, for the messiness
and pain created when he’d started a new relationship as ours ended, and had let all the negative
feelings toward him go, and that all I had left was a hope that he was happily married and
fulfilled. I don’t think I expected a response, though in the message, I noted that perhaps what I
was really saying when offering my own forgiveness was a hope it existed for me too, in his past.
I think I was looking for some sort of redemption, but I’m not sure from what, or from whom.
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Rolling Stone’s review of Nebraska says that “the album’s honest men … are all paying debts
and looking for deliverance that never comes.”30

When I sent that email, I’d had my sourdough starter a matter of days, maybe a week. I’d bought
a black Escali Primo Digital kitchen scale and whole wheat flour and two containers I could store
the starter in and I’d watched videos and read articles and explainers and guides and I needed a
project, something to do that required daily maintenance and attention to fill my time, or at least
give them the illusion of structure, and the starter had to be fed at certain times, and I could do
that. I could make my days the starter.

The next month, in June, I ended a friendship of almost seven years, one that was occasionally
more than a friendship, that should have ended long before. Or perhaps it already had. I kept
going back to it again and again, thinking that this time, it would be different, or that it would
finally yield the result I wanted. It was like I kept feeding it and thinking it would grow, but it
didn’t. My starter took a long time to grow too, over a week, which was also my fault. I’d been
putting water in from my tap, which is from the city water, which is treated with chloramine, a
chemical agent that inhibits yeast growth. I wasn’t killing the yeast and bacteria in my starter, but
pouring that water in day after day meant I wasn’t letting them grow, either. And I think maybe I
was pouring water on myself for a man for four years, for the first boyfriend, the man I emailed,
but also for all the men he appeared in again and again, and I was there, pouring water on myself,
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thinking that it would be different this time, and every time, there was no growth. Just the same
mix of flour and water and air.

All of the men I have loved have been like the first one: quiet, not emotionally forthcoming; they
stand still or retreat when I try and move closer, which only makes me try more with no
reciprocation; they’re singularly-focused on music or movies or computers and yet are dabblers;
they’re men I’ve known for years before anything ever happens. I once compared a relationship
to a favorite pair of jeans that no longer fit because I’d grown. But this time the container wasn’t
the problem. It was me, not growing. My friend told me after one of them, “you need to find a
partner who reciprocates effort.” He said to “find someone intellectually stimulating or just be
alone. Quiet people and stupid people and passive people are poor matches.” For me, he meant.

But I didn’t do that. I looked for what was comfortable and known, something that I was used to
and familiar with, to avoid having to relearn the ways of someone new. As I write this I wonder
about how much these men resemble my father, who is comfortable riding in the car in silence
and when I was younger, instituted a rule that I could only change the radio five times for the
whole trip because he would get frustrated with my insistence on finding the right sound. His
favorite movie is Animal House, even if he told an interviewer for a job as a professor of religion
it was A Beautiful Mind; he “zigs when I assume he’d zag,” a friend said to me; he emails me the
fruit of his internet searches and sews his own underquilts for his solo backpacking trips—unless
I go with him—and watches “hammock porn,” which isn’t people having sex in a hammock, but
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videos about how to sew hammocks and which hammocks are good and how to tie the hammock
in the most efficient way.

But that word my friend used, passive. In writing, there’s the active voice and the passive voice,
and people can be active or passive, or even passive-aggressive. To be active is to act, to do, to
take initiative. And to be passive is to be acted upon. When I put my starter in the refrigerator, it
enters a passive phase. The cold insures a sort of stasis in its cycle; it is preserved as it is, and
perhaps it dies and the next feeding brings it back to life, but perhaps it is still, and it stays as it
is, waiting to return to its regular rise and fall. Stasis makes me think of the Greek word σταµάτα
(sta-MA-ta), which is the command to stop, and the word στάση (STA-si), which is a noun
meaning stop, or mindset, or attitude. Stasis, which is a stop, but also a mindset.

When I finally figured out what was wrong with my water, I switched to refilling a plastic gallon
jug with the “pure natural” water that comes out of a spigot at a kiosk in my local grocery store.
After that, it began to rise consistently, and it grew stronger, and I could make loaves with it.

Jason Isbell, in a GQ interview before the release of his album, Reunions, said that when we
think about relationships from the past, and empathize with the people we were in them with,
we’re visiting with a ghost, a version of that person who’s “trying to tell you something that you
didn't understand about them then.”31
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My father has loved Bruce Springsteen for my whole life, and long before that. Though my
memories of early exposure to rock music include my father teaching me the lyrics to The Who’s
“Pinball Wizard” in his Honda CR-V when I was seven, maybe eight, and being given Led
Zeppelin IV at 10 or 11, it has been accompanied by the notion that Bruce Springsteen is like
another deity to him. His dedication to the Boss is so strong that my sister-in-law—who made
the mistake of telling my father that she didn’t know any Springsteen songs early in her and my
brother’s relationship—now receives a Bruce Springsteen CD every Christmas as part of what
my father refers to as her education. He’s seen Springsteen live several times, “for $5,” he likes
to remind me. I’m not sure what it is about Springsteen, whose first album came out when my
father was 12, and his second, when my father was 13, my father connects to. My father was
born in 1960 and grew up in Indianapolis, Indiana, and his father worked for a box company. His
mother died after a long stint with cancer when he was 18, when he and one of his sisters were in
Europe on a graduation trip. He said his mother told them to go, and that they’d left numbers and
addresses with his dad of all the places they would be staying, and that they arrived at the home
of the family with whom he’d stayed while studying abroad in high school, and the family
already knew. Before writing this, I don’t think I’d ever seen a photograph of his mother and had
to ask one of my father’s sisters for some. And while Springsteen’s songs always make me think
of leaving, or of wanting to take this moment and drive away with it, into something more, I
don’t get that feeling from my father. But maybe something haunts him, even if he doesn’t tell
stories about it.

67
The starter is a ghost of itself every time. The yeasts and bacteria in the starter are old and new
each time I feed it. It’s a lesson in the cyclical nature of life and death. Something is born and
grows and then dies when I discard it, but in the portion of starter I’ve saved, the ghosts of the
previous starters remain, giving it life.

Before my partner and I broke up, there was a moment, when he was living with me for a month,
when I was possibly pregnant. In thoughts of cycles and life and death, I think about what could
have been. But it was never a “could have been”. It was an accident, and an immediate plan, Plan
B, and a logical set of steps, if this failed, then that. I might never have been pregnant. But I
might have been, in those two hours. It’s not regret, but not knowing, that keeps me coming back
to this. It could have looked like making it work with my partner, like choosing to have a child,
like settling into something like my mother did, which was to marry my father two weeks after
she graduated from college and then later, stay home with her children and raise them up. It
could have looked like holding a baby, which brings me great comfort, and looking at its face
and thinking, what will you be, and what will you do, and what will you know, and how open all
of these things are to you. It could have looked like the lives of my brothers and their wives,
lives that are focused on buying a house to have more rooms to fill with children. It could have
looked like stability. It could have looked like fulfilling what I told my parents once, that I’d
name any baby girl I had after my father’s mother: Lucy.

Four men, four months: three months after I sent an email to the first man, and two months after
I ended the friendship with the second man, I apologized to and asked forgiveness from a third
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man, reopened a line of communication that I had broken a year before, and the next month, I
ended my relationship with my partner, the fourth man. Each time, I thought about my starter,
which is maybe not fully the truth, but it would come back to me over and over again, how much
the starter was teaching me that wasn’t about bread, or microbes, or the yeasty smell and webs of
flour and water and air, transformed. It was: yes, there are parts that have to be discarded, but
there is also so much here.

“As one of the primary processes by which nature breaks down living things so that their
energies and atoms might be reused by other living things, fermentation puts us in touch with the
ever-present tug, in life, of death.”32

My mother, for years, has been saying that you never know, that as you age, maybe you’ll want
children, that it’s too early to say. But I know I don’t want to bring a new and vulnerable life into
this world, even though to create new life is a continuation of a cycle that can be full of love and
hope and connection. I don’t have that desire. What is it like, though, to feel that? To be part of
growing something, to create new life out of seemingly nothing. When my friend told me she
was pregnant, it was New Year's Day, and my parents came by her house to pick me up, and as
we left, my father said her husband—one of his former students—had told him, and she
confirmed by text message after I sent a text with just her name and many exclamation points.
When the baby was a month old, she said having a baby is wild, but so good, and that she’s
happy but so tired. It’s that first time the starter rises, like magic, almost. What was flour and
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water is now a web of complexity, so much taller and full of air than it was before. But those
questions have kept coming to me, the sense of incredulity, almost, that it could have happened
to me, that there could have been a thing growing inside me that would come out as a baby, even
though I know I would never have let it get that far. Perhaps those questions keep coming
because I realized how easy it is to create, to continue.

Maybe the ghosts of my story aren’t the men I mentioned earlier. And maybe those men weren’t
the passive ones. Maybe the passive one is me. Maybe I’m trying to speak to a ghost of myself, a
past self, trying to empathize with who that girl was, who that woman was, when she was with
those men. The starter is a living record of its ghosts and past iterations; I have photographs.
With the first man, the two of us on a boat, hair blown back by the wind, and then two and a half
years later in a photograph on my birthday, smiling even though I felt sick; we’d be broken up in
eight months. With the second man, a photo of us on a Halloween in college, my eyes looking
beyond the camera, me as Molly Ringwald in The Breakfast Club and him as Indiana Jones, and
then four years later, after I’d tried to emphasize that after graduation, I was more fun, more
appealing, a photograph of him playing guitar at his house at the beach, taken on film, blurred by
humidity. The third man and I in a photograph with a friend at a Super Bowl party, with the same
person who told me opposites don’t balance, and then five years later on a vacation in Greece, us
on a ferry and me confident and happy to let the strings float away, though he’s the only one I
still talk to. And with the fourth and final man, us at an art camp in elementary school, and then
at his brother’s wedding over 15 years later, comfortable, content. I can see myself changing, feel
who I was with those men, and feel who I am now, after all of it. I’m thinking about all of the

70
things I’ve discarded, like I do when cultivating my starter, and how I’ve kept the ghosts with me
instead, somehow making this iteration of myself stronger, or more lasting, or more resilient.
And maybe, Bruce Springsteen’s songs resonate because while it seems there’s so much open
space in front of me, to get there, I have to break out of something, like the idea that the ending
of all those relationships was my fault: earlier I said one had “failed.” What’s holding me back is
me, begging to be let go. To be redeemed.

Springsteen doesn’t talk about ghosts on Nebraska, but he does mention dreams. In his show,
Springsteen on Broadway, he talks about the song “My Father’s House,” which is about a man
dreaming of being a child, and going home before dark, and running, and being scared, and his
father’s house being a light, and his father being there to greet him, but when he wakes up, and
goes to the house, the person there says his father doesn’t live there anymore. And Springsteen
says that “those whose love we wanted, but didn’t get, we emulate them. It’s the only way we
have, in our power, to get the closeness and love that we needed and desired.” He says “all we
know about manhood is what we have seen and what we have learned from our fathers.” The last
line of the song is about the father’s house shining into the night, “‘cross this dark highway
where our sins lie unatoned.”

It comes to me like a dream, like a ghost, trying to tell me something, trying to say that all I
wanted from those men was some kind of approval. And that I didn’t get it, because the
relationships failed. Redemption begins to look like a removal of blame from myself, like giving
myself atonement. Because what is failure, in a relationship. Is an ending failure, or simply an
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ending. The starter doesn’t fail because parts are discarded. The discard is necessary for the
starter to keep growing. It makes me think of a trip I took to Paris once, with my family. It was
my high school graduation trip—my parents said that we, my two brothers and I, could each
choose a destination upon our graduation from high school, and after I felt that my brothers
wasted their opportunities, I asked to go to Europe—and Paris was the last place, after we’d been
in the Swiss Alps and in the southern part of Germany. Back then, I was interested in art, not
bread, so we went to the Louvre, and the Pompidou, the Musée de l’Orangerie, and the d’Orsay,
and the Rodin, not the many boulangeries of the city. I loved art, and looking at art, and making
art. I still do. But I don’t want that now. And I don’t regret the choices I made then. I only want
to know they were worth it, that it was satisfying, that it was what I wanted, and that it stays with
me, even if I were to go to Paris now and do it differently. I have to tell myself it was worth it.

My father turned 60 in the fall. We had an impromptu family Zoom meeting a couple of days
before his birthday, organized by me, a fact included because I don’t usually play that role in my
family. There was a joke made then, and another in a Zoom weeks later, about my departure from
the religion my family still practices; in the most recent one, my middle brother and his wife
were eating with my parents, and my middle brother asked if I’d be the one to say the blessing,
and my father laughed and said, no, probably not, and that he’d do it. The presence of my brother
here, one of two, reminds me that my father is not the only man I grew up around. My brothers
and I are all separated by two years; my eldest brother is four years older than me, and my
middle brother, two. My eldest brother and I weren’t close, and he left for college as I started
eighth grade. My middle brother and I, once mistaken for twins, were close in high school, but as
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I started tenth grade, he started college and left. My father, though, has been there the whole
time: on the trail in the pouring rain to get up and watch the sunrise obscured by clouds in the
Smokies; checking my German homework, the language I took because I thought it’d be easier
given his fluency; sending book lists and talking about the memoir he’s been wanting to write for
years, so long that my friends know about it, too; sending me photographs of his garden; giving
me gifts that he says “keep on giving,” which means gifts he gets to enjoy too, like Blazing
Saddles or the opportunity to laugh at me unwrapping a cuss box. My father has been the person
in my family who seems to understand my choices more than anyone else does, and yet, still, I’m
not always sure he does. But in the story, there is my father, accepting my choices to not share
his religion, to actively prevent myself from having a child, though implicitly. Though passively.
But later, in another conversation, he’d say: sex is a moral issue. I’m not sure what he meant by
that.

Jason Isbell said that ghosts are trying to tell you something. But I don’t know if you can talk to
ghosts. If you can, do they respond? I can’t talk to the people I was then, because they’re inside
me now. And I can’t go back and talk to those men, the men they were then, only the men they
are now. It wouldn’t change the past. It wouldn’t mean the relationship working, because it has
already ended, been discarded, been folded into something new. And do I talk to my father about
his influence on me, and how it has shaped me, passively, whether because I chose to be like it,
or chose to be not like it, or do we speak in ways that aren’t words: emailed links, and books, and
music.
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In some theories of time, specifically that found in Merleau-Ponty’s Phenomenology of
Perception, we contain the past and the present and the future at all times. In the margin of the
first page of the temporality section, a prior reader wrote:
we exist outside of time
“ ” inside “ ”

wrong

we are time

right33

wrong

We “perform” the movement of “one present to the next” (421); “the thrust of time is nothing but
the transition from one present to another” (Merleau-Ponty 426). Time happens because we
notice it happening; we contain time; but time pre-exists us; it happens without us. And “my
world is carried forward by lines of intentionality which trace out in advance at least the style of
what is to come (although we always wait, perhaps to the day of our death, for the appearance of
something else)” (Merleau-Ponty 416). That parenthetical, that note that even though we can
perhaps sense what is coming, we look for something else. Even though I might have known
those relationships weren’t going to work, I still looked for them to do so. I should have seen it
coming. But I was looking for something else.

My favorite song on Nebraska is “Used Cars.” It’s the song my father mentioned when he said
he was listening to the album in my honor. It’s a man singing about riding in a car with his sister
and his mother and his father, and he describes them in turn, and it’s revealed that the father is
test driving this car, and it’s about the parents’ hands, and the salesman, and the sale that isn’t.
The man vows that one day, when he can, he won’t ever ride in a used car again. Like the chorus
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that keeps circling back around to remind us of the singer’s thoughts, I wonder if I like this song
because I, too, feel like I’m waiting for something. And all of this, even as I look down at my left
forearm where I have a tattoo, my first, the one I got in the wake of a breakup my senior year of
college, of a plate with the fork and knife crossed on top of it, a sign: I’m not finished. We don’t
know how the song ends, if the man ever buys a new car. But in the during, it is all changing, and
yet it is all the same, like a starter, like skin regenerating, like an empty field. What seems
passive might only be so on the surface.

Merleau-Ponty’s words about time didn’t quite make sense to me until I read Anne Carson’s Eros
the Bittersweet, about love and desire in ancient Greek poetry. What is the nature of desire, she
asks, and how does it work in language and in life. In talking about the Greek word deute, she
says:
“The adverb aute means ‘again, once again, over again’ (LSJ). The
particle dē marks a lively perception in the present moment: ‘Look
at that now!’ The adverb aute peers past the present moment to a
pattern of repeated actions stretching behind it: ‘Not for the first
time!’ Dē places you in time and emphasizes that placement: now.
Aute intercepts ‘now’ and binds it into a history of ‘thens’”
(Sexton 119).
Like Russian dolls, we contain all of our past selves and bring them with us at all times. “I am
not only the precipitate of all those I have loved and lost, but also the legacy of all those who
failed to love me well” (Butler 99). All that has happened is still happening and is still present
within me. There’s a line in Big Friendship where one of the writers is grateful to have someone
in her life “who has known every version”34 of her. All of the girls and women I was when I
34
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loved those men are in me, somewhere; I contain them and their wants and needs and their joys
and disappointments and sadnesses, or perhaps I am trying to redeem them somehow and return
them to myself. Those selves do not belong to those men, including my father, who I am trying,
perhaps unconsciously, to please. And though time passes because I act, it’s as though I’m
recreating those “thens” with each man, attempting to create a new now, a new version of
something that maybe I’ve already experienced, even though they are different. And even as I
thought, earlier, about the child, and how easy to create and continue, I think here of how I felt
after each relationship, that it would never happen again, that I’d reached the end, that it was
over for me, even as it kept happening, as a message would appear in my email, my Instagram
dm’s, my Facebook Messenger, and it would begin again, and love, like time, was ever present.
What I thought was gone had been preserved.

Jason Isbell sings: “You say love is hell; But it's the ghost of love that's made you such a mess.”35

Six months after I sent the email to the first man, I received a response. He apologized and said
that he held no ill will toward me, and that he should have apologized long ago. After so much
time trying to forgive myself and find some validation elsewhere, all I thought I had needed was
handed to me. All this time, I thought that forgiveness would mean closure, or that it would,
because I was raised in the Christian church, mean that all that came before wouldn’t matter, or
would be washed away, would be blank. But forgiveness doesn’t mean something ends; “You
can move on, with a heart stronger in the places it’s been broken, create new love. You can
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hammer pain and trauma into a righteous sword and use it in defense of life, love, human grace,
and God’s blessings. But nobody gets a do-over. Nobody gets to go back and there’s only one
road out. Ahead, into the dark.”36 And deliverance, from someone else or from myself, doesn’t
mean I don’t take what I felt with me. And that feeling is that I’m behind, like I should be in a
different place now, that highway Springsteen sings about, out there, driving. I see photos of
peers getting married, having children, and though I don’t want that whole life, I think, I’m
behind, and I think about my siblings, and my parents, all having met their partners in their early
20s, and I feel behind, and it feels like I need to break out of this cycle while I have time, as
though I am somehow running out of it.

On the fermentation episode of The Magic School Bus, “The Magic School Bus in a Pickle”
(2:6), Keshia thinks her prize cucumber is rotting in the jar, and Mrs. Frizzle, a pickle enthusiast,
it’s revealed, takes the class on a field trip into the rotting tomatoes and the jar with the
cucumber-turned-pickle to show how the “Mike Robe Gang” is to blame. The microbes the class
sees up close, after the bus has magicked itself and the students into the same size as the
microbes, are actively destroying the vegetables—or fruits, if you’re that kind of person—they
think. But Mrs. Frizzle works to illustrate that the microbes are actually preserving the
vegetables so that they last longer, though in a slightly different form than their original, and
different from what the class expected. My father and I did this, though not with pickles. The
summer the first man and I broke up, my father and I made sauerkraut together with cabbage
he’d grown in his garden. Much as the sourdough is now, the sauerkraut was an activity. I
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remember standing over the sink, opening the jars to depressurize them, and one exploded in my
face. That word is too strong; the jar didn’t explode, but when I unscrewed the lid, cabbage shot
up into my face, and I yelled, and my father, on the couch, just looked at me, unfazed by the
small geyser, or used to my myriad of noises. I’d left it alone too long without checking on it.
But without that time, the cabbage wouldn’t have become sauerkraut.

I left my starter in my refrigerator for four weeks. When I returned, I took it out, set it on the
counter, intending to feed it that night, but I didn’t, too sleepy from staying up, from staring at a
screen, from wine and not enough food. But I fed it in the morning, and at first, it seemed as
though the starter had died. It rose slowly, and for hours, there was only the slightest hint of air
pockets forming, and I smelled it, hoping for something more than raw flour, and I thought,
maybe it won’t come back like I think it will. Maybe it will take longer, or maybe it won’t come
back at all. But that night, it had risen, and I discarded, using some of the discard in a focaccia
dough, and I fed the starter again, and the next morning, I had a dough and a risen starter ready
to make another. And even though the microbes in the doughs I make die in the oven because
they can’t withstand the 450 to 500 degree temperature, they are alive when they enter the oven,
and even though my starter sat dormant for four weeks in my refrigerator, it grew. It only had to
be brought back, redeemed, revived. It is still living.
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